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In 1928, the young painter Ben Nicholson paid his first visit to St. Ives in Cornwall, and it was during this trip that he noticed, through the open doorway of a cottage, a room in which an old man was painting at a table, surrounded by his works, usually painted on odd and roughly-cut pieces of card-board, and nailed to the walls and door with particularly large nails through the smallest ones- " as Nicholson later recalled.
 
Alfred Wallis had started to paint, only three years before this day, when he was seventy-five, upon the death of his wile and, as he said, "for company". His early years were probably spent on fishing boats working out of Newlyn before moving to St. Ives in order to start a Rag-and-Bone business from his premises on the harbour front. 

The small harbours of the South-West peninsular, with their romantic isolation and the magnificent quality of light reflected from the sea which surrounded the peninsular, had provided a haven for many years for artists schooled in the Academies of London and Paris. Nicholson himself painted in such a way, but he had already, before his first visit to St.lves, been searching for a style removed from the sophisticated skills of the Salon.

This new style was of a lyrical and conscious naiveté, and the sight of Alfred Wallis‘s paintings, genuinely untutored and innocent, rough of surface and irregular in shape, found a powerfully sympathetic response and a confirmation oi his searching’s in his own work. Such enthusiasm he transmitted to his friends, and particularly to Jim Ede, then an assistant at the Tate Gallery, who corresponded with Wallis (though Wallis was only semi-literate), and built up a large collection of his work, now displayed in Ede‘s former home at Kettles Yard Cambridge.
Wallis was a true ‘primitive ‘painter: he was, certainly aware of what he called ‘proper’ artists, who set up their easels on the quay at St. lves, painting with ‘real’ oil paints. But he himself preferred the paints used by the fishermen for their boats - black, like tar, greys, white, and a khaki green ‘Often the textured colour oi the surfaces upon which he painted would be allowed to show through the roughly applied paints. He hardly ever used canvas, preferring discarded pieces of wood, or the cardboard of ‘Quaker Oats‘ packets; these he would clip around, with no regard for straight edges, their irregularities often providing the unconscious distortions in the paintings.

On these scraps, he painted what he knew – and these were houses and. particularly, boats. The houses are small, oppressed, often surrounded by huge and sinister trees - the closed and  threatening environment of one who read his large 3 black Bible every day and who felt he was being persecuted by his neighbours. The boats are  other-wise: large and small, free and breezy, setting out on fishing trips to Labrador and  beyond. Wallis's spirit seems liberated by them: they are the carriers of his soul. One feels that these are not, in fact, paintings but actual events in which he participated. Oblivious of style or theory and with no care for the ultimate destiny of his work, he conjured up, on scraps of wood and card-board, the most diverse images of ships and sea, radiating with vitality, innocent as bird-song.

His influence on the work of other artists and he has aroused an enthusiasm which is remarkable given the idiosyncratic nature of his life and output - is perhaps to do with his simple solutions b the problems which confront all artists and creative craftsmen - how media is used to convey expression, and how expression conveys experience. 

Contemporary ceramics do not have a clearly’ deﬁned path. My own work was originally inspired by the studio-workshop tradition revitalised by Bernard Leach (who made the stoneware tiles for E Alfred Wallis‘s grave depicting the words: ' A. Wallis, Artist and Mariner"). I was trained in such a tradition and made pots with skills which centred around the repetitive nature of hand- thrown work on the potter’s wheel, but l came to feel that such constant repetition, though potentially able to produce pots which might be exquisitely beautiful, was inevitably and ultimately monotonous to a reasonably educated contemporary searching mind, and l began to look in directions which were less concerned with beauty through such repetition: rather to examine the infinite flexibility - in other words, the difference - between one pot and another. 

In presuming such differences, there is inevitably a sacrifice of plastic dexterity; regular repetition of a skill can indeed produce such virtuosity that it might be compared to a great cadenza, and if even small change is to be aimed for in each and every pot, then inevitably there will be a greater possibility of failure - but the potential constant renewal of excitement, of challenge and of continually evolving direction immeasurably makes up for any such loss. 
For this redirection l required hero’s. Bernard Leach ' (who hardly made two pots the same and certainly never applied himself for any length of time to the monotonous rigours of the wheel) remained one. as did his own hero, the artist-potter Ogata Kenzan. (In the eighteenth century, Kenzan saw a personal world through the eyes of a potter and expressed it directly - with some of the raw 

All the pots are about those experiences in which l delight. Tensions and disappointments in my life there are - but these are not appropriate subjects for pots and never have been. Sea-birds ﬂy low at Aldeburgh and Snape and over the Suffolk marshes: Blythburgh church casts a tall shadow. Wells Cathedral tangles with the geraniums at Basie and Beme, and working boats put out from Exmouth, Seaton and St. Ives. The garden is present always, clematis and lilium,

Alfred Wallis knew how best to deal with these subjects: to allow the clay to retain its vitality ~ though this at times may seem to be rough and without skill: How to make pots only about what l know, to pay no heed to fashion and not to worship craft for its own sake-for fashion is temporary and not to worship craft for its own sake-for fasion is temporary and craft is skill without imagination. To make objects in profusion - for there aren‘t enough days in a life, and to use my materials in such a way that their simplicity speaks with a clear voice so that anyone can hear. Shapes are always simple ~ though they often lean as though blown by strong winds yet are firmly anchored. ‘Glazes are the colours of sun and stone, granite and fen.
All the pots, made in recent months, bear witness ‘to personal experience. The influence of this is Cornish ‘Artist and Mariner" l have tried to describe. But l am not of his age or of his faith ‘I am as unlike him as it is possible to be, in fact:
yet he speaks to me through his work, he inspires me, and encourages me to ﬁnd my own way.

Alfred Wallis died on August 29th ‘1942 in Madron workhouse The sculptor Naum Gabo inscribed a wreath " In homage to the artist on whom Nature has bestowed the rarest of gifts: not to know that he is one".
Copyright J. Maltby 1991.

